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The three leading presidential candidates Cuauhtemoc Cardenas of the Democratic Revolution
Party, Diego Fernandez de Cevallos of the National Action Party (PAN), and Ernesto Zedillo of the
governing Institutional Revolution Party (PRI) entered their last week of campaigning on Aug. 7, in
what is expected to be the closest presidential election in Mexican history. By law, all candidates are
required to conclude active campaigning by Aug. 14, one week before the Aug. 21 election.
Most public opinion polls, some commissioned by the PRI, show Zedillo with as much as 50%
support, although a handful of polls suggest Fernandez de Cevallos and Cardenas remain close
enough to pull off a possible surprise victory. For example, in a survey published by Este Pais
magazine in late July, Zedillo had obtained only 34% of the vote, compared with 32% for Fernandez
de Cevallos and 28% for Cardenas.
The results of the survey taken between late June and mid-July match a similar poll taken by Mori
de Mexico, which shows the PAN candidate leading a tight race . In contrast, a poll commissioned by
the PRD in July showed Cardenas with a small lead, followed by Fernandez de Cevallos in second,
and Zedillo in third. But PRD officials admitted the difference in support for the three candidates
is so minimal that it could be considered "non-existent," given the margin of error allowed in the
surveys. Another uncertain factor ahead of the elections is the relatively high number of undecided
voters. According to several surveys, about 20% of the registered voters or one in five remained
undecided on which candidate they would support. The high number of undecided voters has
raised concerns about the potential for high abstentionism.
Indeed, PAN officials told reporters that Fernandez de Cevallos stands a better chance to pull off a
victory if voter turnout reaches 60% or higher. Meantime, Fernandez de Cevallos appears to have
gained strong support among the business community, which forms the backbone of PAN's political
base. Even though large business organizations and chambers of commerce have endorsed the PRI,
a public opinion survey conducted by Grupo Expansion in July showed a 49% rate of support for the
PAN candidate among business executives. In contrast, only 37% said they would vote for Zedillo,
while the rest expressed preference for Cardenas or the other candidates.
Some financial analysts suggest Zedillo will be the choice of those voters that are happy with the
economy, but who fear political change in a year marked by the EZLN's uprising in Chiapas and
the assassination of the PRI's presidential candidate, Luis Donaldo Colosio. On the other hand,
Fernandez de Cevallos is also expected to appeal to voters who are happy with the economy but
would like to throw the ruling party out. "Diego is seen as a bit safer as a protest vote," one analyst
said. Several political observers are questioning the polls that show the PRI with commanding leads.
For example, Miguel Basanez of Mori de Mexico argues that most other polls exaggerate the PRI's
strength because they are taken at the homes of those interviewed, making people fear that they
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could be identified and thus risk losing government services or favors if they speak out against the
ruling party. PAN officials hold a similar opinion.
"The polls are taking place in the context of a political system which has manipulated truth and data
at will, and therefore there is a problem of credibility," said Fernando Estrada Samano, a member of
the Chamber of Deputies.
According to the New York Times, the public opinion surveys and the methodology are only part
of the problem. "Newspapers influenced by or sympathetic to the Government have not been
above altering the findings of opinion surveys in order to proclaim wide support for the PRI," the
newspaper said in a recent edition. "Pollsters say it is almost routine for some of their (newspaper)
clients to withhold publication of studies they commission if the results look bad for the government
or its party."
For his part, Cardenas told supporters during a campaign rally in Michoacan state in early August
that he is concerned that the PRI wants to retain the presidency at all costs. "We are facing an
obvious preparation for massive electoral fraud," said Cardenas, who called into question the
accuracy of the voter registration lists. The PRD contends that there are about 5.2 million cases of
duplicate names, including 1 million in Mexico City, among the 45.7 million registered voters.
Meantime, the Civic Alliance (Alianza Civica) which will organize the largest group of citizen
observers attending polling places on election day has presented 108 complaints of electoral crimes
and coercion it has received in the last three weeks. Civic Alliance representatives said efforts to
force people into voting for the PRI are common. "It is not systematic, but it is generalized," one
Civic Alliance leader, Rafael Jacobo, told Reuters
The charges range from state government officials using official resources for Zedillo's campaign
to local officials, PRI leaders, and activists telling people they will lose their jobs or will not receive
public services if they don't vote for the PRI on Aug. 21.
Other people complained that they were forced into attending PRI rallies and even contributing
campaign funds. All but one of the allegations were levelled against the PRI. "This is the tip of
the iceberg," Civic Alliance leader Jose Luis Barajas told a news conference. According to Barajas,
four of the cases will be handed over complete with evidence to the recently appointed Special
Prosecutor for Electoral Crimes.
For his part, Zedillo has made great efforts to present himself as a candidate who is truly seeking
political change. During a campaign rally in late July, he suggested that the PRI must abandon its
de-facto status as a state party and compete with other parties on an even basis. "We PRI members
do not want a State that appropriates the party, nor a party that appropriates the State," he said.
Zedillo promised that if elected he would not campaign for other PRI candidates in future municipal
and state elections. He also promised to end the long-standing tradition of the "dedazo," through
which the current president has personally selected the next PRI presidential candidate in each
successive election. Instead, Zedillo said, the PRI must consider changes in which candidates are
chosen "through internal elections or representative conventions."
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On a related matter, the two major US political parties announced plans to send representatives
to Mexico to serve among the delegations of "foreign visitors" that will be allowed to observe the
elections on an unofficial basis. Among the US legislators who have expressed interest in serving in
the role are Rep. Jim Kolbe (R-Ariz), and Rep. Nydia Velazquez (D-NY). The Carter Center founded
by former US president Jimmy Carter has also been invited to send visitors, but as of late July
the center had not confirmed that representatives would attend. According to La Jornada, former
president Carter himself, who served as an observer in recent elections in Nicaragua and Panama,
was not expected to form part of any delegation sent by the Carter Center to Mexico.

-- End --
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